Evidence of a limited role for prolactin in the preparturient activity of confined gilts.
To investigate the role of peripheral prolactin in stimulating the preparturient activity of pigs, 12 cross-bred gilts housed in standard farrowing crates either received orally 10mg of bromocriptine three times per day from day 110 of gestation or served as controls. Jugular blood samples were collected on days 107 and 113 and assayed for prolactin, while the gilts' behaviour was recorded during the last 24h before parturition. Bromocriptine eliminated the preparturient rise in prolactin concentrations (P=0.002). As parturition approached all gilts initially spent less time laying down and more time standing or sitting. The frequency of posture changes also increased as did the incidence of oro-nasal behaviours. These trends were reversed during the final 5-8h before parturition, when the gilts began to lay down for longer periods. The mean concentrations of prolactin on day 113 were correlated with the frequency of posture changes (r=0.70,P=0.015) but not with any other behavioural measure (P>0.10). Bromocriptine had no overall effect on any of the preparturient behaviours (P>0.10) but did reduce the frequency of posture changes 13-16h before parturition (P=0.05). There was a significant interaction between time until parturition and bromocriptine treatment for time spent lying down (P=0.013): bromocriptine delayed the time when the gilts began lying down again as parturition approached. The results suggest that peripheral prolactin plays only a limited role in the preparturient activity of pigs and throws some doubt on its importance in the motivation of nest building in this species.